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Can we apply the Term ‘Rewritten Bible’ to Midrash? 

The Case of Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer 

 

Geza Vermes once characterized many of the so-called extra-canonical works of 

the Second Temple Period, such as Jubilees and Biblical Antiquities, as well as 

the late midrashic compositions, such as Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer (from hereon 

PRE), as ‘Rewritten Bible.’ While scholars such as Bernstein, Najman, and 

Fraade, have recently challenged the term as it applies to the para-biblical 

works, a thorough genre analysis of the later midrashic compositions has seldom 

been addressed. 

In this paper, I propose to challenge the classification PRE as ‘Rewritten Bible,’ 

based on Philip Alexander’s list of nine criteria, and suggest that a new term be 

deployed – ‘Narrative Midrash.’ In this genre, the biblical story is re-told with 

quotes from the original text interwoven into a new narrative rendition. Rather 

than a composite of different rabbinic interpretations, as in Genesis Rabbah, the 

author creates an integrated narrative, blurring the boundary between 

interpretation and primary source, as in the genre of the so-called ‘Rewritten 

Bible.’ Nevertheless, PRE preserves the exegetical character of midrash in the 

course of its re-telling. 

As a test case, I will present the story of Elijah redivivus, identified with 

Phinehas, the zealous High Priest of the Israelites desert sojourn, and contrast it 

with the retelling in Biblical Antiquities (L.A.B.). It is clear that the author of 

PRE drew from the so-called Pseudepigrapha as I demonstrated in my book, The 

Return of the Repressed (Brill 2009). I engaged in „tracing the threads” of many 

themes or myths that went underground in the classic rabbinic period, and re-

surfaced in this later midrashic work. In this paper, however, I would like to 

suggest that a close reading of PRE, as an exegetical work, can inform our 

reading of the earlier apocryphal works that it draws from. Where the exegetical 

workings are made explicit in the later midrash, how are they blurred in L.A.B. 

and why? In this paper, I hope to show both the commonalities, as well as the 

points of contrast between the images of Elijah in PRE and L.A.B. This will 

enable us to suss out the underlying agenda of each text, and shed light into the 

process of its composition/redaction. 

 


